Building on the smoking link  by Williams, Nigel
Current Biology Vol 15 No 12 
R438 
southern winter when the trees 
were dormant. 
Perhaps the most astonishing 
thing about Wollemia nobilis is 
that, after allozyme, AFLP, and 
SSP analysis of in excess of 800 
loci, not a single polymorphism 
has been found within or between 
populations. This extraordinarily 
low genetic variability appears to 
be characteristic of 
Araucariaceae: the other three 
species in the family have 
exceptionally low, but still some, 
genetic variability. 
The first question that springs 
to mind is how on earth did they 
survive so long? And the second 
is how on earth are we to 
preserve something potentially so 
fragile — the accidental 
introduction of any new disease 
could kill all known surviving trees 
— particularly something so rare 
and fascinating that many who 
hear about it will want to see it for 
themselves? 
The answer to the first 
question probably lies in the 
location of the surviving trees: 
the conditions within their canyon 
system may have formed a 
relatively stable micro­
environment that, as climate 
change forced the trees into ever 
smaller pockets, became their 
last stronghold. 
The answer to the second 
question is: devise an innovative 
conservation strategy that 
involves the very public whose 
curiosity could threaten the 
species. As it happens, Wollemia 
are very easy to grow and tolerate 
a wide variety of conditions so 
plants are now being propagated 
from cuttings and a few seeds 
that were precariously collected 
by helicopter. In April 2006, 
seedlings will be on sale to the 
public around the world and 
Wollemia nobilis may soon 
occupy suburban back gardens 
and patios around the globe. For 
now it can be seen in botanical 
gardens throughout Australia, the 
Royal Botanical Gardens at Kew 
in the UK, and it was the star of 
this year’s Chelsea Flower Show. 
The plants are also on display in 
the Australian Pavilion, World 
Expo 2005, Aichi, Japan; the 
National Museum of Taiwan, 
Taipei, Taiwan; Disneyland Tokyo, 
Tokyo, Japan; US Botanic 
Gardens, Washington DC, USA; 
and the Vienna Botanic Gardens, 
Vienna, Austria. 
Incidentally, wollemi is an 
Aboriginal word meaning ‘watch 
out, look around you’ — luckily 
for us, David Noble did. 
Hannah Robertson is at the Department 
of Anatomy and Cell Biology at the 
University of Melbourne, Victoria 3010, 
Australia. 
Building on the smoking link

A new research centre in Oxford 
pays tribute to one of 
epidemiology’s founding 
scientists. Nigel Williams reports. 
The link between the opening of 
a new world-class epidemiology 
centre at the University of Oxford 
this month and the 
announcement of a cut in 
production at British American 
Tobacco’s last remaining 
cigarette manufacturing plant in 
the UK, which may lead to its 
closure, will not be lost on one of 
Britain’s most distinguished 
scientists, Sir Richard Doll. 
More than 50 years ago Doll and 
his colleagues established the link 
between smoking and cancer. 
Doll, aged 92, has continued 
working on epidemiological issues 
ever since and occupied a small 
office in the Radcliffe Infirmary in 
the heart of Oxford as an honorary 
member of the Cancer Research 
UK team. 
It is ironic that he faced a 
somewhat forced retirement as his 
current lab closed down and 
Action point: The new Richard Doll building in Oxford will be home to researchers, 
including its namesake, working on epidemiology and other medical research issues. 
(Photograph: Nicholas Hare Architects LLP.) 
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shifted to the new building in 
Headington outside the city centre 
which now proudly bears his 
name. Doll does not drive and 
considered the walk too far. 
But total retirement for Doll, 
after such a long and 
distinguished career, was not 
appealing. So one of the first 
incumbents of the new building 
will be Doll, heading there by taxi a 
couple of times a week in the first 
instance. 
Doll’s groundbreaking work 
began when he was invited in 1948 
by Professor Austin Bradford Hill 
to join him in an investigation into 
lung cancer. “I was fascinated by 
the enormous increase in mortality 
form lung cancer. At first I thought 
it was more likely to have 
something to do with motor cars. 
But I used to go around the wards 
checking the notes after discharge 
to see whether the diagnosis was 
confirmed or not and what 
immediately struck me was that if 
a person was a non-smoker the 
diagnosis was practically never 
confirmed, but if he or she was a 
smoker then it was almost always 
lung cancer,” he says. 
In 1951, he co-authored a paper 
suggesting a link between 
smoking and lung cancer. 
Although many accepted the 
conclusions there was also much 
scepticism, he recalls. Many 
doctors thought that a causative 
agent had to be present in all 
cases of a disease and the fact 
that a few non-smokers developed 
lung cancer gave them cause to 
challenge our conclusions, he 
said. So Doll and colleagues 
established a study amongst 
40,000 doctors whom they asked if 
they smoked. Over the course of 
the next three years, they 
compared those answers with 
information about doctors who 
went on to develop lung cancer. 
They found a direct link. 
The finding prompted the then 
UK health minister to call a news 
conference. Although smoking 
throughout, he said: “It must be 
regarded as established that there 
is a relationship between smoking 
and cancer of the lung.” This study 
provided the foundation for all 
other research into the impact of 
smoking on health. 
Since this work, Doll has looked 
at many other issues including the 
effect of ionising radiation and diet 
on health. He believes rigorous 
and large-scale epidemiological 
studies have considerable 
potential in establishing the links 
between environmental factors, 
such as diet, and cancer. 
The new centre will be a key 
factor in that. Viewed from one 
angle it looks like an ocean liner, 
cutting through its Oxford 
surroundings. At an estimated 
cost of £22 million, it will house the 
Cancer Research UK’s 
Epidemiology Unit and also bring 
together the offices and 
laboratories of Oxford’s Clinical 
Trials Service Unit and other 
health care research services. In 
March last year, Doll performed 
the topping out ceremony at the 
new building, and no doubt many 
eyes will be on that arriving taxi in 
the months ahead as work gets 
under way in the new building. 
Outspoken: Sir Richard Doll has been a champion of epidemiological research after his part in the discovery of the link between 
smoking and lung cancer. (Photograph: Cancer Research UK.) 
